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Yanking pay phones is like pulling plug on people's lives 

By Rob Bonellino 
February 22.2001 

By the time she was 30, J.B. had a 
dying husband. a 5-yeardd  kid, a 
small. dark apartment in the projects 
and a dead-end factory job. She was 
making about 340 a week, lousy 
money even back in the mid-1950s. A 
yur lata she was a widow and that 
$40 was the only thing between her 
and the StreCt 
She had to sell the car, take the kid 

cut of Catholic school and give up any 
hopc of moving out of the projects. 
Movies and M - i o d  dinner out 
wac pntty much a thing of the past. 
She &ng walking to work. saving 
the $2-a-wcek bus farc and using it for 
small luxuries like ice cream or pizza 
.or the kid. 

sbc bad to give up. a lot of it painful. 
But nothing hurt as bad as having the 
phone turned off when she couldnt 
pay the bill. Tbat meant she had to go 
up tbc block to the candy store to use 
h e  pay phones. That store was the 
Id m e  center. the hangout. So 
rhe'd be standing thcre waiting to 
make a call and her neighbors were 
dropping in to get a pack of cigarenes, 
coffee or a newspaper. 

J.B. felt like she was wearing a 
sign that said: "I'm broke." 

And it was even rougher on her 
kid. He'd be waiting to talk to his 
grandmother while his friends were in 
and out of there getting baseball cards, 
a soda. thumbing through a comic 
book. Most had the decency to make 
believe h e y  didn t yc him. A few had 
to be jerks about it. 

This went on until the lad was 
about I 1  and got a paper route. With 

Thcrr were othcr day-today things 

that money they had the phone tumcd 
on. but the trauma stayed with them 
for years. 

I got to thinking about J.B. the 
other day when I saw that some of the 
honchos in Delray Beach are trying to 
get the public phones pulled from the 
westcrn edge of Atlantic Avenue. 
They say those phones arc fueling a 
crime problem. Get rid of them and 
you help c l a n  up that area. 

What caught my eye was a line 
from Rosalind Murray, a city official 
who said: "I bel that 99 percent of the 
people who use them are 
undesirables." 

say. I wanted to see for myself. So I 
went and hung out war the front of 
the Atlantic Grocery on Seventh to see 
who came by to use the pay phones. 

First up was Rhoda Wilson, a 
single mothcr who works as a 
bookkeeper down the strect Hcr son 
was home sick and she was checking 
in. She docsnt like to use the phone at 
work for pcrso~ l  calls. Wilson hadnt 
heard about the push to get rid of the 
phones and had a hard time believing 
it. 

"This is a neighborhood grcccry 

phone. Pmple in their cars pull over 
all the time to use the phone. What is 
the problem?" 

It seemed like a pretty cold thing to 

store. You come out, you use the 

C r i m i ~ k ?  Drug dealers? 
"Drug dealers have cell phones and 

becpers. You think theytc going to 
stand here in the middle of the busiest 
street around here and use the phone? 
They probably figure it's tap* 
anyway." 

She headed back to work and a few 
minutes later Charles Alford came by. 
He's a landscaper, lives around the 

c o m e  and rarely uses the pay pboncs. 
But he's glad &e phones arc out there 
because a lot of folks ncui them. 
Alford heard they might be pulled, and 
he wasnt surprised. 

"There are people mund here who 
think e v e w n g  about this 
neighbodmod is a problem. It's Ix)t 
about phones. It's about this 
community. Most of the people down 
h m  arc working hard to nisc thcii 
kids and they get treated like theyke 
all criminals." 

Fred McCrimion. a truckex from 
M e  Worth. stopped by to call his 
girlfriend. A guy on a bike pulled up 
to I& his wife know W d  be home in 
M hour. 

Lisa couldnt carry her grocaies 
and needed a ride back to Linton 
Boulevard. She d l e d  a friend, then 
sat on the curb and waited. 

" h e  got AIDS and I get tired 
quick. If they take t h e  phones away 
I dont  know what Ih going to do. We 
need thcsc. Things happen mund 
h m  and we got to call the cops, 
paramedics. It6 unfair." 

Her ride showed up. she left and 
others camc by to use the phones. 
They w a c n t  the best-drcsscd. most 
articulate folks you'd meet in Jklray 
Beach. They were a mix of s h u t  
people and working class. mostly 
locals. some just passing through 
town. Some were real slick, some had 
a few rough edges. 

They were the kind of folks you'd 
have found waiting on linc with J.B. 
and her kid 

Rob Borsellino is the local co[wnniSr 
in Palm Beach County for the Sun- 
Sentinel. 
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THE END OF THE LINE? ; THE POOR AND ELDERLY ARE AMONG THOSE MOST 
DISADVANTAGED 
BUSINESS; Pg. B1; 1591 words 
The Record 
TO :nost North Jersey residents, telephones are as much a part of their 
k m e S  as a mailbox, a television, or the kitchen sink. But for some, 
especially urban residents, a home phone i s  a luxury beyond their 
means 
AS a r~esult, even as more and more of their neighbors upgrade to 
celtphones. pagers, and all sorts of high-tech communication gizmos, 
leading to the elimination of nearly a quarter of the nation's pay 
phones in just four years, many consumers continue to rely almost 
exclusively on public phones as a vital link to friends, relatives, 
jobs, and merchants. 
"There's a significant constituency,"said Vincent Sandusky, executive 
director of the American Public Communications Council, a Fairfax, 
& .   based trade association representing 1,600 non-Bell-affiliated 
telephone companies. 
More than 5 . 5  million homes, includinq an estimated 2 5  percent of 
urban poor households, do not have basic telephone service. These 
households rely on [pay telephones] for all kinds of calls, from the 
mundane to the emergency, he said. 
The dramatic growth in cellphones, especially since 1998, has cut into 
pay-phone business. The industry peaked at 2.6 million pay phones in 
the United States in 1996, after new federal regulations opened the 
market to competition, but by last year the number had dropped more 
than 2 3  percent, to 2 . 0 6  million, Sandusky said. 
At the same time, usage of remaining phones continues to fall, with 
valume per phone declining from an average of 712 calls a month in 
1996 to about to 5 0 0  now, Sandusky said. 
Much of the business has gone to wireless communications. The number 
of cellphone subscribers, which was under 1 million until 1987, grew 
from 69 million in 1998 to 110 million last year, according to the 
Cellular Telecommunications & Internet Association, a Washington-based 
trade organization. 
A s  Barbara Silkworth, president of the New Jersey Pay Telephone 
~ssociation, put it,"Business is not what it used to be, and not what 
we would like 1 it to be. But pay phones are still around." 
The outlook is bleak enough that one of the nation's largest telephone 
companies, BellSouth, recently announced it would get out of the pay 
phone business. BellSouth operated 143,000 pay phones. 
"They're just going to walk away,"Sandusky said."They can make mor'? 
money selling dial tone to pay-phone providers. 
statement about the state of the industry right now." 

That's a pretty Strong 

Maybe s o .  but pay phones are s t i l l  important to people such as Eva 
Beesley of Wallington and Starr ("I'm like Madonna; I have just one 
n i m ? " ) .  who lives in Paterson. 
"'rhe:i're definitely a necessity,"Starr said after making a call at a 
PIY phone on Main Street i n  the bustling South Paterson neighborhood. 



" I  have no phone in my house." 
L'arge segments of the population. particularly in the urban areas, 
Newark, Jersey City, the Oranges, Paterson, New Brunswick, Dover, 
Elizabeth, Trenton, and Camden, still use pay phones almost 
exclusively. said Arthur Cooper, the owner of Actel Inc., a Cedar 
Ynolls~based private pay phone owner. 
Caoper, whose company owns 300 phones in New Jersey, said his "best 
9uesstLmate"is that 20 percent of the people in the inner cities, 
where most of his phones are installed, lack phones of their own. 
Even people who can afford monthly payments are sometimes denied 
phones because of their"inabi1ity to maintain a credit relationship," 
he said."They are precluded from having cellphones for the same 
reason. " 
Verizon Communications Inc. does not require a deposit if the customer 
had service in the last three years and has good credit, said 
spokeswoman Lacy Yeatts. But others must pay $ 100 or more. The amount 
! s  equal to two months billing f o r  the average New Jersey customer, 
Yeatts said. 
That's Starr's problem."They wanted $ 100,"she said. "Prepaid." 
But she can afford a pager, so Starr receives messages on her pager, 
and uses pay phones to get back to callers. 
Even as the number of pay phones drops steadily, people i n  South 
Paterson have no trouble finding one. There are as many as six on some 
blocks, bolted to the facades of local businesses or standing atop 
curbside poles, topped by their easy-to-spot signs. Additional 1 
phones are in stores and bars. 
Some are owned by the long-established Verizon,. the former Bell 
Atlantic. and many customers consider those phones the most reliable, 
Beesley said. But others carry less familiar names, such as Crescent 
Telephone C o . ,  Phone Tech Inc., or Cooper's Actel. Some of them Offer 
discounted rates. 
Pay phones are plentiful in other blue-collar areas dominated by 
foreign-born residents, such as near the intersection of Anderson and 
Fairview avenues on the Fairview-North Bergen border, and even in more 
upscale business districts, such as Main Street in Fort Lee and Cedar 
Lane in Teaneck. 
William Gray invented the unattended coin pay phone in 1 8 8 9  and 
installed the first one at a bank in Hartford, Conn. Pay-phone 
technology didn't change much betveen 1913, with the invention Of the 
three-slot phone, and 1965, .when modern, single-coin models debuted. 
?he industry changed radically in 1984, when the Federal 
Communications Commission ruled that local phone companies had to open 
their networks to competitors. Quickly, the established utilities lost 
their monopolies. A quarter of the nation's 2 million pay phones are 
r!ow owned by independents. 
E l l t  after more than a century of growth, pay phone use is declining, 
i?ncl the phones are becoming hard to find in the suburbs, airports, and 
~3.lege campuses and along highways. 
" I r .  dalllngton, there ai~e no pa.; phones f o r  four blocks,"Beesley said. 
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R I I ~  the volume of calls from many of those phones, as well as those at 
hLghway gas stations, has fallen, Cooper said."It's not that the pay 
phones aren't used at all, but use is on the decline,"he said. 
Wnen that happens, phone owners pull the plug. It costs a company 
aDout $ 2,000 for equipment and installation and to procure a 
lfxation. and there are ongoing costs f o r  line rentals and commission 
to the site's owner, Cooper said. 
Riame i t  on the dramatlc growth in wireless use over the last 2 112 
years or s o .  said Paul Francischetti, vice president of marketing and 
business development for Verizon's public communications group. 
"':here's no question. This is a tough business and it has become even 
tougher,"Francischetti said. 
ALthough wireless use was cutting into pay phone business for years, 
the impact has been greatest since the fall of 1998, he said. 
"That's when the real cellphone price wars erupted, with flat rates, 
nationwide coverage, free minutes. That's when the curve started 
changing. We saw a real dramatic change in wireless use, and that 
translated into a downward trend in pay phone usage." 
Even with the slippage, and Bell South's decision, verizon has no 
intention to exit the business, Francischetti said. 
"We have different market demographics than Bell South, the kind of 
core users of pay phones,"he said."We tend to have more larger urban 
areas, we tend to have more people who still use pay phones, and use 
them frequently," he said. 
Pay phones also remain important for"a significant segment of the 
working population."and it's not just the 1 "unsubscribed,"like Starr 
and Beesley, who don't have land-lined phones. 
There also are people who don't have access to a phone at work, and 
for whom cellphones are impractical, Francischetti said. 
" i  come to work, and have access to a phone on my desk."he said. 
"Rut a large segment of the population, mostly blue collar, factory, 
restaurant, or service industry workers, have no access to a phone, 
except a pay phone in the break room or cafeteria." 
There also are"wire1ess gap" users, who turn to pay phones because 
their cellphones don't work, Francischetti said. "Ten years ago, they 
used pay phones and wireless only when couldn't find one. Nowadays, 
we're seeing that kind of reversed. The 'gap phone is the [pay phone1 
"It's great when your cellphone batteries die," said Mustafa Tugezin 
of ?aterson, who said he uses public phones often. 
P,+y phones also are important in group homes, halfway houses, 
rehabilitation centers, and other institutions that can't afford to 
slipply ail their residents communications needs, said Elaine Meyerson. 
executive director of Shelter Our Sisters, a Bergen County residence 
f<ir 'women who are ;.ictims of domestic violence. 
R?sldents rely on pay phones, Meyerson said."They need t o  communicate 
abo!it jobs, housing, and it gets very costly." 
Ht :a ' : j  users a l s o  include the"pre-adult" market, d segment that cuts 
ar'rt2ss socioeconomic lines. and people at airports and railroad and 
bs.!s stations 
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"Most of those places are dominated by multiple banks of phones, never 
a single phone, and we're starting to see the banks getting smaller," 
Francischetti said. 
"Maybe five years ago, three years ago, they needed five pay phones in 
a bank. Now they need only four. A lot of the decline in the number of 
pa) phones is reflective of the number of phones in banks." 
That's what happened at Rarnapo College in Mahwah. Two years ago there 
'were 7L pay phones on campus; and now there are 3 6 .  including four in 
a new building, said spokeswoman Bonnie Franklin. 
The reason? They weren't profitable. 
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F i i i ~ i i c i a l  Times (I.oiidoi1~ 
&hi 16, 2001. LVcdncxi 
\Et : l ' lOS.  SCRVEY 

I IE4 I ) I . lSE~ Vmishing iron1 the Iandsapc. PAYPHONES IS 'THE US hv  Srcphanic 
Kirchgacssncr: Dcspitc rhc imporrmc-c ot payphones ro Icss advanragcd 
ic)niinunities. call hos  operarors SIC ahmdoning the market. 

I<YI I S - .  By ST1:PHASIE KIRCHGAESSSEK 

:\l i l l~ons othiiicricans may h a \ c  iiiohile phones, .iiiii rhc \-as[ majority o f r h c  
pc>pulation have tixed l i l ies ,  hu t  for rhosc who hJvc ncirher, the payphonc 
ncnwrk  can  he a litdinc. 

Eseii in ~ h c  21sr c c n t u q ,  nearly 5 prr  ccnr 0 f C S  househoids arc without 
J C I ~  phonc service This creates the iircd for programmes such as Cornnitinit!, 
\ ' t i c m a i l ,  which gives pcoplc who iiccrl  iommiiiiicatioii, hut do not have 
. i ices~ to phones, a phoiic nurnbcr and voiccmail hysrcm. so thar messages 
c.111 h e  lcti for them and rctricvcd. usually trim payphoiics. 

T! ic  programme, availahlc in 38 cities across the US, is targeted at the 
poor and the homeless, who nccd access to messages to alert them to jobs. 
and who are almost irnpossihle to contact through the shelters in which 
the\. live 



D w c l s c d  use ot'payphones ior pcoplc on rhe go since rhe advent o f r h e  
mohilr i >  nor rhc only factor liirring payphiinc providers' husincsscs. 
BrllSourh, along with Verlzon, and private pavpliotic operators arc nor paid 
tor  hour 35 per cenr o i t h e  calls made from their phones.  xcord ing  to 

Vin ic  Saiihusky, presidicnr of the hnicricm Puhlii C:mimiinications Council 
i ,AI'('(:!. -1 trade org~nisarioii which rcprcsctir prlvarr payphone opcrarors. 

l ' n t i l  rc i rnr ly ,  payphone sewice pro\idcrs, such JS \'cnzon, faced the 
tinpossihie: rhcy had ro collect compensation f o r  coinlcss (prepaid) calls 
niadc t ioin their pavphoncs by multiple carriers that could nor be tracked. 

t:<n rumple .  in t l ic  pahr, ,I coii ipny l ikc \.VorldCom sold miiiures of payphonc 
us.igc to rcscllers, o r  cornpanics rhJr sell calling u r d s  and other mcthods 
0 1  coinless phone ser\'ice. Verizon has, over the p ~ s r  few years, been 
li,rcrd t o  turn to the rcsellcrs, not WorldCom, r o  rrceivc paynienr. 'l'hr 
t.lrk was Idrgely impossible, hccausc rcsellers. oi\vhlch rhere are 
himdrcds. were impossihlc to track. 

I r !  April. however, the Federal (:onimuiicattons Commission released an order 
thj t  wm~ld modi* the way payphone carriers collccr their money, placing 
rhr rcsponsihiliry of collecting the reveiiucs from toll free calls on the 
t i rc t  carncr d r h e  call, or,  in this case, WorldCmti. w h c h ,  for Verizon, 
could casilv he traced. 

7'!iough payphone operators see the order .IS a move in rhe righr direction 
h? t l ic  FCC, Verizon, among others, says it has taken the US telecoms 
regulator too long to tind a solurion to a problem that has caused the 
p.iyphone industy to lose what the APCC csriiiiatcs IO he about Dollars 300m 
pcr w a r .  

Hcwcvcr, despite rhc driwhicks, Vcrizwr SAYS i r  \vi11 remain in the 
unlikr HellSouth 

" W e  have started with about 400,000 p.lyphoncs world\vidie, a n d  w e  intend to 
sriik wirh them,'' Jim Smirh. a Verizon spokesperson. says. 

"\Vith rhc challenges of wireless, w e  i c c d  r o  enhance our  product line. so 
\IC i i A v e  things in rhc iiixketpI.xc t ha t  pcoplc i n  motion might need ~ such 
.I\ iti~crncr iuosks We arc also cspcrimcnring with cornpurer modem ports i n  
p y p t i o i i c s , "  .Mr S m i t h  a d &  

-1 . I X ~ C J ~ >  ,111~1 t w s  mer\ m.i? cvcn t i i d  a m o h i l c  p ~ y p h o n c  ar rheir disposal 
< l < n v n  t l l C  roa& l i e  s3ys. 

I n  a ritnc of  declining rcvcnuc. Vcrizon IS rcmoiing phones irotn some areas 
1 1 )  iiicrc'nc rcturtis h m i  other areas B u r  curring back i n  some localities 
i i l J C I  nor tncati rhc i~~iiip~ii!. 15 ruling o u t  nidking a g L i n  i n  markct Shdre ill  
<,:her 1uir~ii i .c J r c a .  p.u!~~ill . ir l~ 2.s HcllSourh nukes i t s  ~ r i r  

.~ lc . innhi lc .  Kiihclcr Ic-dn. h r r i t o r  <)t C : ~ m n i ~ i r i ~ ~ v  \ 'wccm.x I  111 S e n  York 
i h c  c h ~ i ~ i i i ~ r i o n  d p . l \ ~ l h t ~ c \  ionrrihittc< i o  i ~ r n \ v m g  digiral divide, 



arid ignores a huge parr of  the population char uses them for eveqthing 
lion1 cmcrgency calls 10 lotlg~disrmce scniccs. 

" I'he payphone x o u n d  rhe corncr hcionics rhe ionnec.iion IO cveqday lifc. 
1\11 lcan 5 d ) l .  
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T h e  Bismarck (ND) Tr ibune  

Shrinking revenues lead to a tew less pay phones 

J( GARDYASZ , Bismarck Tribune 

The only thing worse than not being able to get change for the pay 
phone: Not finding a pay phone when you really need one. 

Public pay phones are disappearing trom the American landscape, and 
Korth Dakota's no  exception. In just the past month, pay phone 
companies have reduced the number of phones at Bismarck's Civic 
('enter, the airport and around downtown. 

Around North Dakota, pay phones are particularly important in poor 
conimunities such as the Standing Rock Reservation. Most people on the 
rcsenation don ' t  have phones, and it's about a mile into Fort Yates 
to iisc one o f a  handful ofpay phones. 

At Bismarck's middle schools and high schools, free courtesy phones 
have replaced pay phones completely, which administrators say has 
proven a better service to students. 

Accordmg to the American Public Communications Council, there are now 
about 2.2 million pay phones in service around the country, about 
400,000 fewer than just two years ago. 

Nationally, the majority of pay phones arc operated by large "local 
euchange carrier" companies such as Qwest. 

I.lke the other former Baby Bells, Qwest has cut back considerably on 
pay phones in recent years. Others, such as BellSouth, have opted to 
hang up the pay phone business entirely. 

Qwest, formerly U S West, sold 400 o f  its North Dakota pay phones to a 
r u r d  eschangc carrier in 1997. Additionally, the company has taken 
a h o u t  20  percent of  its remaining pay phones in North Dakota o u t  of 
scnicc biiice 1998, spokesman Kent Blickenscierfer said. Qwest IIOW 

operates 938 pay phones in the state, compared t o  nearly 1,200 three 
!cars ago. 

l'hr remainder of pay phones nationwide,  bout 400,000, are operated by 
illdei7endent p;ly phone providers that pay local exchange carriers for 
.iccc-ss lines. 

I'.S. Telecoin, a pay phone company operating in I7 states, has taken 
. i h m t  30 percent of  its phoncs out o f  service in the past rhrec years, 
s.iid .\lherr hlokn,. the i o m p ~ n ! ' ~  president. In  North Dakota, the 
I)~il.is lused ioinpmy 112s cu t  1uc.k f r o m  3 3 0  phones to  just fewer than 250. 



With the increasing use of 800 numbers, dial-around long distance 
scmiccs and calling cards, the pav phone providers are getting 
reimbursed for only a fraction of the  actual calls being made, Mokr). 
sad .  At the same time, pay phones are being used less as cell phones 
bccome more prevalent. 

i\lanv of  the phones that have been pulled were in libraries, schools 
and parks, the type of less profitable locations the companies have 
subsidzed in the past with revenue from busier locations, he said. 

Cell phone iisage has also reduced pay phone revenues, but not so much 
iir rural areas because there aren't as m a n y  cell towers there, he 
said 

" ' T o  me, it's a pretty simple issue," Mokry said. "We're having to take 
out  phones that once were profitable. h d  locations that once w'ere 
hvo-phone locations are one-phone or  no-phone locations. " 

Hit hardest 

Meanwhile, the trend of disappearing pay phones is htting the poor 
and rural communities the hardest, accordmg to the APCC. The council 
ehtimates one in four poor Americans living in rural areas lack basic 
home telephone service. I t  also estimates that 86 percent of rural 
hc)useholds and 92 percent of poor households don ' t  own a cell phone. 

Residents on the Standing Rock Reservation have access to four public 
pay telephones, each located at Fort Yates. 

Iintil last year, there had been just one a t  the police station, 
according to the tribal chairman's office. Additional phones were 
installed at the two service stations and the liquor store to cut down 
on calls being made from the chairman's phone, however. 

'l'he phone bill for the chairman's oftice reached $4,000 a month 
because of  tribal members using the phone for non-emergency calls, 
h*iid Pearl Three Legs, esecutive clerk to  the tribal chairman. 

Sow, members are sent directly to the dppropriate clepartnment and are 
allowed to use the phone only for actual emergencies, such as a death 
in the family, she said. 

t h i n g  a pay phone or n v o  near the residential areas would be helphl, 
Three Ixgs said. "There's  quite 3 ditlierence to Lvalk in to town. It's 
a good mile, three-quarters o f a  mile t o  Lvalk in to use the phone." 

I n  March, sonic pay phoncs contr~mctcd to  the city of  Bismarck \vent out 
o t ' ~ n i i e  d t e r  the coiiip:iny providing the phoncs \ w i t  bankrupt. The 
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new [pay phone] provider, U.S. Telecoin, has since cut back the number 
of phones at each location. The Bismarck Civic Center, for instance, 
went from 12 phones t o  eight. 

"You're seeing more and more people using cell phones," Civic Center 
Manager Dick Peterson said. "Our  concern is individuals who come to an 
event who need to  communicate to  get a ride." There is a free courtesy 
phone people can use for local calls, however. 

There are also fewer pay telephones a t  the airport, where seven out  of 
1 :7 phones were recently removed. The explosion in cell phone usage has 
bcen a factor, Airport Manager Greg Haug said. 

"You hate to lose any of them at any time, but the bottom line is 
they've got to be able to cover their costs and make a small amount of 
money otf the service provided," he said. 

Other high-tech conveniences may assist travelers in at least more 
easily e-mailing their otfices. Haug said he has been approached by a 
company interested in installing a wireless Internet for the airport. 

More efficient 

In the Bismarck School District, many o f the  schools have replaced pay 
phones with free courtesy phones in the past couple of years, said 
Jcry Gusaas, the district's director of  buildings and grounds. 

" It's way more efficient to pay just the line charge than to pay for 
the (pay) phone system because they weren't being used enough," he 
said. The phones each have a block on them to prevent long distance 
calls from being made. 

The only added cost was buying some durable phones, he said 

The school &strict is also experimenting with courtesy phones at 
several o f the  elementar). schools in the gyms for people to use 
following after-hours events. 

" I t ' s  awtill nice for people to have that option," Gusaas said. "Kids 
don ' t  have to  dig for  3 5  cents. I suppose J. lor ofrhem have cell 
phones, though. " 
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Payphooe Density Per Square Mile 
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REMOVAL OF MANY P A Y  PHONES POSES PROBLEMS FOR SMALL-TOWN 
RESIDENTS 
ECONOMICS: COMPANIES BLAME COMPETITION FROM CELL PHONES AND 800 NUMBERS. BUT SOME PEOPLE 
SAY THE SERVICE ISTHEIR LIFELINE, 

January 22 200 I 
By Bettina Boxall 
Times Staff Writer 

The pay phone in Goodyears Bar, 
population 100, i s  gone. So is the one 
in Gazelle, population 400. and the 
one at the public school in pint-sized 
Pike. 

disappearing from lonely outposts and 
city stnet corners throughout the state. 
the victim o f  cellular phone 

. xessures. 

out about 1,000 pay phones a month in 
California. No one i s  predicting that 
coin box phones wi l l  vanish from the 
landscape, but their declining numbers 
are stirring outcries in rural 
settlements and urban neighborhoods 
alike. 

The loss is particularly painful in 
the back country, where cel l  phones 
may not work and some residents may 
not have a phone line to their house. 

I t  doesn't sound really serious when 
you say, 'Take a pay phone out here 
and there,' if you live in a city." said 
Siskiyou County Supervisor Bill Hay. 
"But when you take one out o f  a 
communify and if's IO. 20 miles or 
100 miles to the next pay phone, it's 
different." 

Since Gardle. a farm and ranch 
community about 20 miles from Mt. 
Shasta, lost i ts lone pay phone last fall, 
Postmaster Bany Thornsen has had to 
come to the rescue o f a  local woman 
iith pneumonia and a man who ran 

uut of kerosene to heat his trailer. 

The ubiquitous pay phone is 

ompetition and other economic 

In the last year, companies yanked 

They both asked him to phone for 
help, which he did. 

"I just wonder, if there's a real 
emergency when I'm not open, what 
people do," Thomsen said. Sure, they 
can go to a house, he said, but "if [the 
residents] don't know you and it's 
dark, some o f  these people are not 
going l o  be eager to open their door." 

Thornsen i s  crossing his fingers 
that the nearest pay phone, nine miles 
away, doesn't get carted off as well. 

Over in Goodyears Bar in scantily 
populated Sierra County, Cheryl 
Morse tried without success to get 
Pacific Bell to reinstall the public 
phone that was removed in late 1999 
from the s p a  where i t  had stood for at 
least two decades, next to an old one- 
room schoolhouse. 

"Tragedies happen, and we need 
that phone booth there. It's that 
simple," she said. 
Cell phones don't work in the little 
enclave, next to a fork o f  the Yuba 
River popular with rafters. "It's just 
scary that there is no phone there now 
for any kind o f  emergency." Morse 
said. "That river i s  used a lot." 

Pacific Bell is in the process of 
taking out about 22.000 of the 140,000 
pay phones it owns in California, 
Other companies are pulling out some 
of their public phones. 

There are now 258,658 pay phones 
in California. compared with 270,000 
a year ago, according to the sfate 
Public Utilities Commission, 

Pay phone owners say the 
shrinking numbers are a simple 
product of economics. 

The cell phone explosion has stolen 
customers, and the growing use of 800 

numbers and debit cards has made it 
harder for pay phone companies to 
collect fees from carriers. 

1996 also barred phone companies 
from subsidizing their pay phone 
divisions with revenue from other 
pans of their operation. 

Al l  that means that unprofitable 
pay phones are under scrutiny as never 
before. 
"I think there's a lot of phone removal 
to come," said Thomas Keane, 
president o f  the California Pay Phone 
Aun. and chief executive of Pacific 
Coin, which owns pay phones in 
California, Arizona and Nevada. 

country. 

American Public Communications 
Council. which represents the pay 
phone industry, estimated that the 
number of pay phones peaked 
nationally in 1998 at 2.6 million. That 
figure has since fallen by more than 
400,000. 
Manin Garrick, who owns a small pay 
phone company in San Diego, goes so 
far as to characterize his industry as "a 
buggy whip business" on the wane 
because of market and technology 
forces. 

"Having a pay phone that someone 
has to clean and repair every month 
when that's no longer subsidized i s  no 
longer feasible," he said. 

Pacific Bell media relations 
director John Britlon and other phone 
industry representatives pointed out 
that California does have a fund that 
wil l subsidize public phones if they 
are deemed necessary for public health 

Changes in federal regulations in 

The trend is evident across the 

Vince Sandusky. president of the 



and safet) 

applications to the fund are pending, 
but there are now only 75 such phones 
in the statc. 

And if a store owner or community 
really feels a pay phone is necessary, 
Garrick said, they can install their own 
for SI ,500 to $2,000 and then pay 
monthly line fees of $30 to $50. 

Indeed, Britton said that after 
Pacific Bell removed pay phones from 
campuses in a Bay Area school 
dismct, officials decided to lease 
seven phones to get them back on 
school grounds. 

That's unlikely to happen at 
Pliocene Ridge Schools in the Sierra 
County hamlet of Pike. 

"Ha ha," responded special 
education teacher Rayene Ringle 
when asked whether the school might 
replace the phone removed by Pacific 
&I1 last year. 

The 100 or so students at the small 
school. kindergrnen thmugh 12th 
grade. greatly miss the pay phone, she 
said. "It makes you feel like you're 
XMCCted. It was scary to see it ripped 
out." 

Copyright 2001 Los Angeles Times 

The PUC said a number of 
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Northwest Florida Daily News (Fort Walton Beach, FL) 
04/15/2001 

Will pay phones become extinct? 

BY DUWAYNE ESCOBEDO, Daily News Contributing Writer 

Across Northwest Florida, and the rest of the country too, pay phones 
,are rapidly disappearlng. 

Sprint has pulled 12 percent of its pay phones locally. BellSouth 
announced in February it's ridding itself of all 143,000 of its pay 
phones in nine southeastern states, including 32,000 in Florida. 

h d  some local independent pay phone providers estimate reductions 
anywhere from 10 percent a year to as much as half during the past 
three years. 

Nationwide the number of pay phones has plummeted from 2.6 million to 
.!.1 million in the past five years, a nearly 24  percent drop. 

Mike Jett, Pro Telecom Inc. president, operates about 700 pay phones 
from Fort Walton Beach to Tallahassee. The company also serves Alabama 
and Georgia. His company now maintains about half the number of phones 
it did just three years ago. 

"I won't lie to you. It's been tough," he said. "More independent 
providers have gone out of business than have stayed in. But we plan 
:o survive". 

The first public pay phone was installed in 1889 and by 1902 about 
80,000 existed. By 1960 more than 1 million were in operation. They 
,?ften were the only phone in a community or rural area. 

So, if there's no more phone booths, where will Clark Kent change into 
superman in the 21st century? 

'The pay phone industry blames the 1996 Telecommunications Act that 
deregulated phone companies. Deregulation spurred calling cards, 
pre-paid calls, toll-free numbers and 10-10 dial-around numbers. 

Pay phone operators were supposed to get 2 4  cents from the phone 
company handling the call but 20 to 50 percent of those revenues go 
uncollected, reports the American Public Communications Council, which 
represents about 1,600 independent pay phone companies. It's a 
loophole the Federal Communications Commission is planning to close, 
,uhich could restore about $300 million a year in revenue, the APCC 
said. 

P I U S ,  
cell phones, pagers, e-mail and other wireless communication devices. 

Glthough some have predicted the pay phone going dead in 10 years, 
>avid Blumenthal expects a healthy dial tone f o r  many years to come. 
The Bellsouth spokesman said even though his company plans to pull the 
?lug On all of it5 pay phones by the end of 2002, others will remain. 

there's stiff competition from the explosion in popularity Of 



"We foresee there will always be a place for them," he says. "They'll 
De around another 100 years or more. People want alternatives". 

Secause of their convenience, public safety reasons and the fact that 
,about 6 million Americans don't have a phone, local pay phone 
.,perators agree. Pay phone proponents also point out millions more 
,don't have cell phones, wireless service is sometimes spotty and 
mreliable. and pay phones provide more secure lines than do cell 
phones. 

.Jason Duff said Sprint has no intention of following BellSouth's lead. 
'The Sprint spokesman said his company began evaluating its pay phone 
System more than a year ago to determine which phones were profitable 
.and would survive. Sprint refused to provide the exact number of pay 
phones it owns and how many it has cut, citing competitive reasons. 

"There's a shift in the industry. yes, but we're a firm believer in 
pay phones," Duff said. "We're well positioned with BellSouth's 
departure, as one of the most well recognized brand names". 

Duff said the almighty dollar isn't the only consideration by Sprint 
to subtract pay phones, however. 

"If they are serving a public good, that is first and foremost," he 
said. "If there is no other service available but it is not 
profitable, more times than not, we'll leave it in". 

Despite FCC rules revisions, which take effect in about a year, James 
Thomas would like to see an automatic charge of at least a quarter 
before a pay phone would begin working. 

'Thomas is manager of Public Phones Inc., which owns [pay phones] from 
qanama pity to Pensacola. The independent carrier has reduced its 
iiunvler of pay phones by 10 percent a year over the last few years, 
while major pay phone companies like ETS have filed for bankruptcy. 

"I'm not happy," he said. "I see the number of pay phones continuing 
to decrease. We have a lot of locations big companies would have 
because they don't generate enough to their bottom line. But if you're 
jogging in a city park and somebody is suffering from heatstroke and 
you need to call 911, how much is a pay phone worth then?" 

NOTES 

+ This article can be found on page El of the April 15, 2001 Daily 
News. 
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